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Abstract 
The social responsibility of the architect is an important tool to enhance accessibility awareness in the society. In this sense, there 
is a need to develop teaching methods for architecture schools. This paper presents a model for ‘universal design’ teaching in 
architecture schools that aims to fulfill the need for aware and responsible architects and for society members who are aware. The 
paper aims to stimulate debate about universal design teaching in higher education. The paper is anticipated to provide schools 
and universities with ideas to set up universal design courses and to disseminate the studies in this manner. 
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1. Introduction 
The term ‘disability’ is in need of a revision and a re-definition. Considering ‘diversity’ instead of ‘disability’ 
may be a good starting point for this revision. Besides, in many other situations like senility, infancy, childhood and 
pregnancy; social and physical requirements, anthropometrics and strength levels are far more different than the 
general expectations.  
As the effect of physical environment on people is undeniable, physical spaces- when designed for all- have a 
considerable effect on participation in educational life and workforce. Yet, this requires a modification in ‘existing’ 
design understanding towards ‘universal’ design understanding. The leading tools for this kind of modification in 
design are; legal regulations and education. When these two areas lack inclusivity, all of the other policy and 
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services in other fields become inconclusive. At this point, there is a need to examine approaches and perceptions in 
the context of ‘accessibility, inclusivity and universal design’. Knecht states that (Knecht, 2004); accessibility is a 
mandate; universal design is a movement. Accessible, adaptable, and visitable environments are covered in the 
codes, standards, and regulations.  
Universal design is a worldwide movement that approaches the design of the environment, products, and 
communications with the widest range of users in mind. The Kennedy Center Access Office points out that (The 
John F. Kennedy Center, 2006); accessible design tends to follow the guidelines, which lay out the minimum 
requirements or standards for making environments accessible. Universal Design looks beyond those minimums to 
develop environments that are functional and usable by the broadest number of people in the society, whether 
disabled or not. 
In ‘universal design’ context, architect has an approach that will facilitate the design to consider every user as 
‘normal’. An architect who internalizes this kind of approach will no longer design the product, and then try to adapt 
with add-ons, in order to make the design ‘accessible’.  
The social responsibility of architect appears as an important tool when it comes to create awareness to these 
issues in the society. Designing the everyday-living environments to be inclusive is one of the fundamental factors 
for awareness rising in society. However, architects who are aware of their ‘social responsibility’ are required for 
this purpose. Sensitivity and awareness of responsibilities cannot be expected to exist in human nature from birth. 
These qualities can be developed with the right kind of education and approach.  
Higher Education institutions are ideal places for rising awareness of professionals and other society members. 
Universal Design should be taught in all places where the future professionals who will work in shaping the built 
environment are educated. In The Unesco/Uia Charter for Architectural Education (Unesco/Uia Charter, 2011), it is 
stated that; it is in the public interest to ensure that architects are able to understand regional characteristics and to 
give practical expression to the needs, expectations and improvement to the quality of life of individuals, social 
groups, communities and human settlements. As for the goals; a decent quality of life for all the inhabitants of 
human settlements and an architecture which is valued as the property and responsibility of everyone are also 
specified. Also, in the Charter (Unesco/Uia Charter, 2011), it is indicated that among the objectives of architectural 
education is the awareness of responsibilities toward human, social, cultural, urban, architectural, and environmental 
values, as well as architectural heritage. According to the charter; architectural education involves the acquisition of 
understanding of the social context in which built environments are procured, of ergonomic and space requirements 
and issues of equity and access.  
In the conclusion part of the charter it is pointed out that; ‘beyond all aesthetic, technical and financial aspects of 
the professional responsibilities, the major concerns, are the social commitment of the profession, i.e. the awareness 
of the role and responsibility of the architect in his or her respective society, as well as the improvement of the 
quality of life through sustainable human settlements. 
This paper presents an education model of universal design in architecture that aims to fulfill the need for aware 
and responsible architects equipped with technical and practical knowledge, and for society members who are aware 
and sensitive. The model was designed as to reject the medical model and support the social model of disability. As 
a consequence, access was viewed as an environmental and not a medical issue. The issue was to be seen as one not 
of disability but of access.  
The paper also aims to stimulate debate about universal design and particularly its teaching in higher education. 
However, with the model presented, the aim is not to define a particular curriculum for an inclusive design course, 
instead, the aim is to create a framework. The framework is expected to lead to further study, adaptations or 
alterations of the studies and courses in this field. Another aim of the paper is; to lead a way for universal design 
courses to be an integrated part of the whole program, not a theoretical add-on course that stands as a result of legal 
obligation. 
 
2. Universal design and its education in architecture schools 
Universal Design is a design philosophy that aims to create an inclusive, sustainable society, where every person 
can participate to the greatest extent possible (Preiser, Ostroff, 2001). The universal design products benefit the 
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users with many different abilities, limitations, and needs. Designers’ new challenge is how to design products that 
are usable, enjoyable no matter how the user is different from others. The goal is to design the environment 
accessible and equal by universal design (Sooshin Choi, acc.2013). 
Universal Design has been described to comprise the following three key elements (Christophersen, 2002): 
 
x User-Designer interaction: 
Any design tool or technique, applied by designers, which aims to more closely align the requirements of the end 
user and the resulting end product(s). 
x Understanding people: 
Information which promotes further understanding of the target market (i.e. the entire population), such as 
information on demographics, statistical data, descriptive information of the range of human abilities and the 
consequences of impairment in any of these abilities, an understanding of how human's interact with their 
surrounding environment, and so on.  
x Evidence-based findings: 
Any retrospective information on experiences (positive and negative) of existing products or environments, such 
as the results of post-occupancy evaluations, can be fed back into the design process to better inform future designs.  
 
Universal design concept, being not solely for architectural profession, involves architecture quite closely. 
Environments, when ‘universal design’ and ‘inclusivity’ concepts are considered in the designing process, will get 
closer to the aim of providing safe, accessible and inclusive environments for all.   
RIBA states that; it is important to teach inclusive design and there are strong moral, legal, social, economic, 
sustainable and environmental reasons why inclusive design is important and it is evident that the expectation that 
architects will design inclusively is now high on the agenda. Architects and others whose work impacts on the 
design and quality of the built environment are expected to ensure that any design intervention is designed 
inclusively to meet the needs of the diverse population (RIBA). 
The aim of inclusive/ universal design education is to raise awareness, to develop a sense of responsibility, to 
comprehend the current regulations and conditions as well as getting a grip of the historical perspective. The 
universal design education, by nature, adopts a multi-professional and interdisciplinary approach. Courses regarding 
the area are important tools to reflect ‘good intentions’ as the ‘right behaviors and designs’.  
When the courses related to the areas of universal design and accessibility for architects contain mostly standards, 
rules, regulations and design problems, students tend to focus on technical details, rather than users. When designers 
tend to ignore the human factor, environments do not go beyond being accessible and they do not reach the level of 
inclusivity. Students should understand that; it is the people they are finding solutions for, not the standards that 
need to be met. The needs and feelings of individuals should form an important part of the environment design.  
Thus, universal design courses should not only be limited to technical details of the physical environment and 
design but also should contain a sense of the social dimension, approach and attitudes. In many countries, there are 
rules, standards and regulations more than enough to make environments accessible, but as long as they are solely 
mathematical calculations and dimensions, they remain insufficient.  
The target of inclusive and universal design education should be a holistic point of view, focusing not only on the 
design scale but also the dimensions of the user relationships. And the ways to convey this holistic approach has to 
be seeked in architectural departments of universities through the courses. 
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3. A universal design education model for architecture students 
Design education involves both theory and practice, thus, universal design, being an important part of design, 
should appear not only in theoretical courses, but also in practical applications as well in the curriculum, see Fig. 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. Universal design education in design education curriculum 
 
 
3.1. Aim and Scope 
Universal Design covers many topics, has extensive theoretical background as well as the opportunity of putting 
theory into practice. Thus, the determination of the scope of universal design education is essential. Besides lectures 
about theoretical issues, it is essential to use other methods like discussions, audits and case studies when teaching 
universal design.  
In this context; the scope of the model is built upon; 
 
x building empathy,  
x social and legal awareness,  
x awareness regarding the physical environment, 
x universal design knowledge, 
x inclusive and universal design in architectural settings, 
x best practices, 
x typological studies, 
x developing new approaches and design solutions, 
x future directions that universal design is heading to. 
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Within the extents of the scope described above, the framework of the model is formed as given below (adapted 
with changes from Christopherson, 2002): 
 
x Theoretical knowledge transfer/ Gaining Knowledge: 
Teaching of the technical aspects of the subject; historical and legal, developments, standards, the relationship 
between accessibility and design, anthropometrical dimensions, dimensions and requirements related to physical 
space.  
x Making design standards and knowledge accessible. 
x Providing user contribution:  
guest lectures: building empathy by inviting the persons with different needs and listening to their experiences 
and thoughts, 
learning about life styles and user requirements through questionnaire, interview and observation techniques, 
trying out being with a disability (using wheelchairs, blindfolds, canes etc.) and experiencing the barriers of 
daily-environment. 
x Evaluation: 
Evaluation methods, access audits, teaching the system and tools. 
x Innovation- idea generation : 
Finding new solutions to both social and design-related problems, whether being a new problem area or a 
conventional solution is already put. 
 
3.2. Model 
The universal design education model is designed to consist of 6 modules in total with four of the modules being 
in the undergraduate and the remaining two being in graduate course.  
The first 4 modules are built upon creating awareness and basic background information, while 5th and 6th 
modules are formed with the expectation that graduates submitting to the course have some awareness and 
theoretical background about the subject. As a result, for a student who took the first 4 modules, the next two 
modules are continuation rather than repetition.  
 
3.2.1. 1st module: pre-evaluation: 
 
 This module has two major aims; 
x to get the students realize their awareness and knowledge level about universal design and related issues prior to 
the  course and feel the need to re-consider their approach to the subject, 
x to lead to the understanding that; without having knowledge, making assumptions is unacceptable. 
 
Process: Applying an awareness test and conducting discussions. 
 
3.2.2. 2nd module: basic disability and diversity information and case study 
 
 This module aims; 
x to form a theoretical background about disability and diversity issues, 
x to build awareness and, 
x to encourage taking initiative.  
 
 Also, conveying the views and experiences of the ignored experts who have to live with the consequences of a 
disabling environment is important in this module.   
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There are 4 major areas of concern in this module; 
x awareness regarding the different conditions of humanity, 
x historical and legal perspectives, 
x social approach and effective communication, 
x disability types. 
3.2.3. 3rd module:  the relationship between universal design concept and architectural design 
 
The aim I this module is; to link disability/accessibility knowledge to architectural design process.  
The main headlines to mention are;   
x the relationship between different conditions of humanity and design, 
x accessible, inclusive and universal design concepts,  
x assistive technology, 
x anthropometrical dimensions that appear in various conditions, space and reach requirements, posture 
positions, data about the use of force.  
x physical barriers: access, circulation, recreation and building interiors.   
Process: Besides the lectures about the headlines given above, exercises about physical barriers and relationship 
between accessibility and architectural design compose the process of this module. 
 
3.2.4. 4th module: case study 
 
In this module, the aim is to develop the students’ own evidence-based design practice experiences.  
Process: Case study; problem determination and solution finding. 
3.2.5. 5th module: review 
 
In the 5th module, the aim is to build a framework for universal design studies. As the students are architects, the 
major concern areas are; 
 
x the review of the first 4 modules and best practices,  
x the role of design on quality of life, legal arrangements and social behaviors, 
x the latest update on the legal arrangements, rules and regulations both in national and international scales, 
x resources and institutions to be consulted when in need in professional life. 
 
The process includes;  
 
x studying how universal design will be reflected on the design solutions with regard to architects’ own 
values and works, 
x discussions and sharing of the examples experienced by the students’, 
x the determination of resources and institutions to be consulted. 
 
3.2.6. 6th module: searching and sharing (being up-to-date) 
 
In the last module, the aim is; searching and sharing best practices, new developments, news, trends and 
approaches in universal design related issues and generating innovative ideas. 
Process: This module is a flexible module, providing space for sharing and commenting on recent discussions. 
Also, the social responsibility of the architect and, the other areas of inclusion (social inclusivity, web sites, 
accessibility of educational materials, evaluation systems etc.) are to be covered in this module and the students are 
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expected to come up with some innovative ideas not only as ‘architects’ but also as ‘intellectual’ members of 
society. 
4. Conclusion 
As the awareness rises, it will be clearly seen that the boundaries and limitations do not lie inside a person but 
rather in the environments, products or services which fail to fully respond to all of the potential users’ needs. As the 
concept of disability begins to be thought by means of the relationship between the individual and the environment 
rather than the disabled people, the point of view, that is, considering the role of the environment on the potential of 
the individual will become stronger. And this point of view is relatively new to many societies.  
Effective ‘universal design education’ has to contribute to the formation of the future architects’ values and help 
remove the environmental barriers, providing environments to be designed inclusively from the beginning of the 
design process, with a holistic and sustainable perception of the designer.  
Universal design education has to provide a multi-professional and interdisciplinary approach and the courses 
should provide a learning environment that is both inside and outside the faculty.  
Universal design education should not passivate the student by lecturing solely on the technical knowledge. 
Discussing, searching and challenging should be involved as well. Universal design education should be a mixture 
of both passive and active methods of learning. Searching through the related resources; applying questionnaires and 
making observations, gathering the data together and adding their own interpretations help the students to internalize 
the subject and turn it to their ‘own’ issues. At this point, the concept of ‘learning by doing’ to step in becomes a 
necessity. Learning by doing has to be an essential part of universal design courses.  
As the area is still in the process of developing, the students have to be directed to self-learning and self-research. 
Also, life-long learning programmes that will be offered by organizations like the local chambers of architects are 
essential to sustaining universal design practice in architecture. 
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